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Re Digital Platform Services Inquiry — March 2025 - Final Report: Issues Paper

This submission addresses two issues that the ACCC may find useful as part of its
work on the tenth and final report in the Digital Platform Services Inquiry.

The first is the International Digital Policy Observatory (IDPO) and the second,
related issue is consultation fatigue.

International Digital Policy Observatory (IDPO)

An issue that has been challenging in the digital platforms space has been the
problem in keeping up with policy developments in other jurisdictions. To address
that problem, the University of Sydney, UNSW, and UTS have developed the
International Digital Policy Observatory (IDPO), with funding through the Australian
Research Council and with the support of the Australian Information Industry
Association (AllA).

Purpose

The IDPO is a publicly accessible, real-time database with enhanced analytical tools
that tracks developments in digital, internet, and emerging technology regulation
across multiple countries. The purpose of this infrastructure is to shape innovative
policy search and analysis techniques concerning multifaceted regulation, policies,
and governance across our digital society and economy. Through the development of
such an enabling infrastructure, policy makers, industry stakeholders, and civil
society advocacy groups will be able to draw upon a ‘common pool’ resource to
better understand and respond to international trends in the tech policy arena. The
IDPO seeks to place Australia at the forefront of policy and regulatory debates
globally.

Background

The project is funded by a 2023 Australian Research Council Linkage Infrastructure,
Equipment and Facilities (LIEF) grant which provides funding for research
infrastructure, equipment, and facilities. The IDPO is led by Professor Terry Flew with
a team of interdisciplinary researchers from University of Sydney, UNSW, and UTS.
A key project partner is the Australian Information Industry Association. This multi-
university consortia and industry partnership has built the IDPO to place Australia at
the forefront of regulatory best practice in the digital economy.

Mission and Objectives

The IDPO mission is to enable best practice digital policy regulation by sharing
insights from around the globe through open and freely available online resources.
IDPO key objectives include:
Augmenting topic-specific policy/regulatory search results with corresponding
news, academic and grey literature, plus user-generated content.
= Engaging diverse users with both trustworthy policy insights and varied
resources (e.g. visualisations, such as policy networks and timelines).
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» Linking to the interdisciplinary expertise of IDPO chief investigators via data
sculpting/curation, Q&As, regular newsletters.

» Developing a sustainable, scalable foundation for an open-source and semi-
automated database supplemented with interactive resources.

» Being collaboratively curated by Australian research experts for multi-
stakeholder policy learning and knowledge-sharing.

Methodology

The IDPO collects data from a wide range of sources and then curates them in a
semi-automated way. Our legislation/policy documents are found using a team of
legal experts to decide which policy and legislation is the most relevant to our five
topics. Our commentary on policy is found using APIs on sites such as GDELT,
Semantic Scholar, YouTube, Spotify, and Google Search. We decide on a set of
keywords that are relevant to each topic and use them to search through these APIs.
From here we sculpt our data using a large language model to vectorise the text and
ensure that it is semantically similar to our topics using cosine similarity as a
measure. The data is updated once a week to stay at the forefront of digital policy.

Website
The IDPO is at: https://www.idpo.org.au/

Consultation fatigue

Our research teams are concerned about the rise of consultation fatigue. We believe
that innovative approaches, such as regulatory co-design and leveraging large public
datasets like the IDPO, offer promising solutions to mitigate this challenge.

Consultation Fatigue: The Problem

Consultation fatigue is a growing concern for both regulatory bodies and
stakeholders. It arises when individuals and organisations are repeatedly asked to
participate in consultations on similar or overlapping topics, leading to decreased
engagement, lower quality input, and potential disenfranchisement. This
phenomenon can hinder effective policy development and undermine trust in the
regulatory process.

Consultation fatigue is particularly likely to be felt by non-government organisations
and by University based research centres. In both cases they need to address both
the direct resource costs of engagement with policy processes (time, possible travel,
need to consult with other interested parties) with the opportunity costs arising from
whether such time could be better spent on activities that more directly related to the
organization’s mission and purpose.

This is not presented as an argument against public enquiries by such groups. They
present vitally important sources of what John Kenneth Galbraith termed
countervailing power to the global tech companies and paid lobbyists who are fully

' Terry Flew and Tania Lim (2019), “Assessing Policy I: Stakeholder Analysis”, in H. van den
Bulck, M. Puppis, K. Donders and L. van Audenhove (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of
Media Policy Research (Cham: Springer), pp. 541-555.
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resourced to engage in such ongoing consultation activities.? It is to note that a
proliferation of such inquiries, combined with uncertainty as to their actual policy
impact, presents an implicit barrier to ongoing stakeholder engagement.

Regulatory Co-design as part of the solution
Regulatory co-design represents a potential evolution in policymaking, fostering
collaboration and shared ownership between regulators and stakeholders. By
involving affected parties early and throughout the policy development process, co-
design can:
= streamline consultations by identifying common concerns and areas of
overlap across different regulatory initiatives.
= ensure that consultations are focused and targeted, soliciting input on specific
issues where stakeholder expertise is most valuable.
» foster a sense of partnership and shared responsibility, increasing
stakeholder buy-in and commitment to the final policy outcome.

The Role of the IDPO

The IDPO, as a large public dataset containing a wealth of information on digital
policy developments worldwide, can play a crucial role in supporting regulatory co-
design and mitigating consultation fatigue. The IDPO can:
= inform regulators and stakeholders about existing policies and their
effectiveness, reducing the need for repetitive consultations on well-trodden
ground.
= facilitate the identification of best practices and potential pitfalls in policy
design, enabling regulators to learn from the experiences of others and avoid
unnecessary consultations.
* be used as a platform for ongoing dialogue and collaboration between
regulators and stakeholders, fostering a sense of community and shared
purpose.

Yours sincerely,

Terry Flew, Professor of Digital Communication and Culture and ARC Laureate
Fellow, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, The University of Sydney

Dr. Joanne Gray, Lecturer in Digital Cultures, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences,
The University of Sydney

Dr. Robert Nicholls, Senior Research Fellow, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences,
The University of Sydney

2F. J. B. Stilwell (2011), “Economic Power”, in F. J. B. Stilwell, Political Economy: The
Contest of Economic Ideas (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 229-241.
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